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MIT'S HUMANOID ROBOT GOES TO ROBO BOOT

HARRY GOULD HARVEY IV/WIRED

As RUss TEDRAKE flings up the garage door to the dusty MIT lab, light
whooshes in, revealing a 360-pound humanoid robot hanging from a
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rope. The hulky human form sways as the Cambridge breeze blows into
the room.

The deactivated dangling thing looks like a metal rag doll, vulnerable
and grotesque. But this is Atlas, one of the most sophisticated robots in
the world. “The control system for a fighter jet is way simpler than
this,” says Tedrake, leader of the Atlas team at MIT’s Computer Science
and Artificial Intelligence Laboratory.

As one of the Rarpa Robotics Challenge’s 25 robot finalists, Atlas will be

representing Tedrake’s team at the 2015 challenge in Pomona,
California in two weeks. Its purpose in life—along with the other
finalists—is to be the best search-and-rescue robot possible. In terrain
too dangerous for humans to traverse, a robot that can lift hundreds of
pounds and work power tools could save lives without endangering
others. The challenge will put those skills to the test.

MIT’s Atlas won’t be the only one with the weight of the world on its
shoulders come June. Tedrake’s group is competing against five other
Atlases, each running different software and with a few physical
modifications to the same body type. Google-owned robotics company
Boston Dynamics made Atlas—except for its hands, which come from
Robotig—and donated it to MIT for the competition. In order to win $2
n a valve, cut
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Stage Fright
In a big garage near MIT, three PhD candidates sit at a massive control
center, ready to activate their robot: Pat Marion, lead operator; Andres

Valenzuela, “wingman;” Greg Izatt “second wingman.” Watching over
them is postdoc Scott Kuindersma, aka the “flight director.”
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On their screens they can see Atlas and what Atlas sees. But they can’t
see the robot. It’s behind a closed door across the room, tied to cables
that’ll catch it if it falls. Atlas’ first task at the challenge and in this
demo is to open that door. Tedrake explains that they have moved the
location of the handle since the last test: The team only has one week
left to test every possible problem that Atlas could encounter during
the challenge.

If the humans were controlling Atlas directly from the command center,
this would be no big deal, but the MIT team designed for autonomy. So
they don’t have a joystick that would make the robot open the door. All
the team can do is send their robot the command to find the handle and
open it. It’s up to the robot’s software to figure out how.

This proves difficult. What Tedrake says normally takes Atlas a few
minutes now takes ten. “The robot got camera shy,” Tedrake jokes.
First, things are fine. The robot sees the handle and sends the team in
the back a projected route of attack, suggesting it move its left hand to
the handle, grasp, and then pull. “Looks good,” Marion says. He OKs the
move.
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